Introduction
Human sacrifi ce and cannibalism were the most morally abhorrent practices encountered by the Spanish in America. It was therefore natural that the killing and eating of innocents would become a distinct topic within the broader discussion about the justice of the conquest of the Americas, that occupied many Spanish intellectuals for the best part of a century. Virtually every one of the Spanish just war theorists 1 who took part in this debate accepted the initial plausibility of the claim that war against the Aztec rulers could be justifi ed as a way of defending the innocent from human sacrifi ce, cannibalism and tyranny.
Although there is a considerable number of studies on various aspects of the debate on the Americas, 2 and some studies devoted to the connection between just war theory and the moral duty to defend the innocent 3 there are few studies exclusively devoted to the defence of the innocent as a possible just cause for war in the American context. The purpose of this article is, therefore: (i) to trace the genealogy of the defence of the innocent before it was proposed by Vitoria as just cause for war, and (ii) to examine the extension of the set of warranted responses to human suffering allowed by this precept under two different plausible interpretations.
The international duty to defend the innocent is no less relevant today than it was at the time of the conquest. Recent cases of humanitarian intervention are provided by the US intervention in Somalia in 1992 and NATO's bombardment of former Yugoslavia in 1999. Humanitarian arguments continue to play a part in justifications of the invasion and present occupation of Iraq by the US and its allies (it is suggested that one of the goals of the war was to liberate an oppressed people). The long list of earlier cases of
